Seeking a sea change  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 17 No 6
R184
this is to slow down. They slow 
way down.”
Biologists are concerned about 
the orange roughy, grenadier, 
deep- sea rockfish, oreo and 
Patagonian toothfish among 
others. The orange roughy is so 
slow growing that it is not sexually 
mature until 34 years old. It can 
live to 150. “When you buy orange 
roughy you are likely eating a fish 
that is at least 50 years old,” says 
Krista Baker of Memorial University 
in Newfoundland. “Perhaps we 
need a consumer guideline that 
says we shouldn’t eat fish that are 
older than our grandmothers,” she 
says.
Trawling also destroys ancient 
habitats such as deep-sea 
cold- water coral reef. The coral 
Lophelia can live for 2,000 years. 
“But they can be removed from the 
deep sea in one trawl sweep,” said 
Murray Roberts at the Scottish 
Association for Marine Science. 
“And we are not only losing our 
past — on one coral mound off 
Ireland we found eight species new 
to science in just a few samples. 
These are real biodiversity 
hotspots.”
The corals also contain valuable 
data about past climate and ocean 
conditions — information that is 
lost when they are destroyed by 
bottom trawling.
Part of the problem is that much 
of the trawling takes place on the 
high seas where there are few 
regulations on fishing activities and 
virtually no enforcement. However, 
in December, the UN general 
assembly agreed some measures 
to restrict deep-sea fishing, but 
Giant catch: New Zealand fisherman in 
the deep Antarctic caught the first ever 
adult colossal squid last month. (Photo: 
Getty Images.)
many remain concerned that 
measures do not go far enough.
And pursuit of the Patagonian 
toothfish, in particular, is taking 
fishing vessels deeper and 
deeper into the Southern Ocean. 
Consumer demand in the US and 
Japan, the two largest markets, 
combined with illegal fishing is 
helping to drive this slow-growing 
species to near commercial 
extinction in many parts of the 
ocean. 
Illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing accounts 
for at least half the Patagonian 
toothfish in the market. The 
problem is widespread, with illegal 
and unregulated fishing vessels 
operating from 11 countries. 
Although much of the fishing 
for this species uses long lines 
of baited hooks rather than 
trawling, this is also having major 
environmental impact. The rapid 
decline of several albatross species 
has been attributed to individuals 
drowning as they try to take bait 
from the lines as they are being laid.
And one legal New Zealand 
boat, deep in the Southern 
Ocean, revealed just how far 
deep-sea fishing is now reaching: 
fishermen last month hauled in 
a full-grown colossal squid from 
unprecedented depths that had 
become entangled with the line in 
pursuit of its toothfish prey.
The squid weighed an estimated 
450 kilogrammes, was about 10 
metres long, and was the first 
ever mature adult colossal squid 
to be caught intact. The only 
other specimen of this mysterious 
species was immature and caught 
only as recently as 2003.The European Union all too 
often, in its efforts to reconcile 
conflicting interests, ends up 
adding to frustrations and 
nowhere more so than with 
its fisheries policy. Managing 
dwindling stocks has proved 
difficult and critics continue 
to find fault. But fisheries are 
just one user amongst growing 
demands on the EU’s marine 
environment, which is more 
varied than almost any other 
region. It covers the eastern 
Atlantic Ocean and the North, 
Baltic, Black and Mediterranean 
seas, with jurisdiction also of 
parts of the Caribbean Sea and 
Indian Ocean.
The EU produced a green 
paper last year in an effort to 
bolster maritime policies in the 
face of criticisms and concerns 
that increasing pressures on the 
marine environment, so important 
in Europe, would benefit from 
more coordinated control.
Seeking a sea 
change
The European Union is seeking 
a unified maritime policy but 
can all the conflicting interests 
be reconciled? Nigel Williams 
reports.“Sustainable use and 
governance of our oceans has 
been, for a long time, a matter 
of considerable importance to 
me,” says Jose Manuel Barroso, 
president of the European 
Commission. “I find it striking, 
therefore, that while the oceans 
are an essential element of life 
support for our planet, even 
influencing our climate, they 
remain relatively unknown. 
Equally, their importance to our 
lives is often underestimated.”
The seas play an often 
under- realised part in European 
affairs: the EU has close to 
70,000 km of coastline and 20 of 
the 25 member states are coastal 
or island states. Its coastline is 
longer than that of other large 
land masses such as the US 
or Russian Federation. Over two 
thirds of the EU’s borders are 
coastal and the maritime space 
under its jurisdiction is larger 
than the terrestrial territory.
Ninety per cent of the EU’s 
external trade and 40 per cent 
of domestic trade are carried 
by sea. Europe generates 
40 per cent of the world’s 
expenditure on port activities, 
more than 30 per cent of spending 
on marine environment research 
and generates almost 90 per cent 
of the world’s renewable energy 
from marine sites.
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R185“How can we establish 
better governance in maritime 
affairs for optimal results at a 
regional, national, European 
and international level, and 
how can we foster cooperation 
in the offshore activities of 
governments,” says Joe Borg, 
EU commissioner for fisheries 
and maritime affairs, introducing 
the green paper.
The green paper “aims to 
launch a debate about a future 
maritime policy for the EU that 
treats the oceans and seas in a 
holistic way. It will underline that 
our continued enjoyment of the 
benefits that they provide will only 
be possible through a profound 
respect for them at a time when 
their resources are threatened 
by severe pressures and our 
increasing technological ability 
to exploit them. The accelerated 
reduction of marine biodiversity 
due notably to pollution, impacts 
of climate change and overfishing 
are warning signals that we 
cannot ignore,” it says.
The EU also wishes to set its 
policy within a global perspective, 
given the very poor record of 
international regulation of activities 
in the oceans beyond national 
boundaries.Northwest Atlantic
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Warning lights: An illustration of the worrying state of many European fisheries where 
conflicts of interests remain. (Source: FAO.)The green paper also makes 
clear the links between marine 
deterioration and economic 
activity, which it says “reduces 
the potential of the oceans and 
the seas to provide income and 
jobs.”
“Environment and fisheries 
policies must be seen as partners, 
striving for common goals based 
on top biological science. In 
some seas, these goals will only 
be realised if other threats to the 
health of the marine environment, 
notably from land-based pollution and operational discharges from 
ships, can be brought under 
control.”
The green paper has been 
widely welcomed, but many 
remain concerned about the 
EU’s track record on maritime 
issues. The consultation process 
ends on June 30, and by the 
end of the year the Commission 
will produce a communication 
for the council and parliament, 
summarising comments and 
laying out a proposed way 
forward.Integration: Can the interests of ports such as Rotterdam, Europe’s busiest port, be reconciled with the many other interests in the 
surrounding seas? (Photo: Photolibrary.)
